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The New Filibusters By Daniel Hellinger* The controversy concerning North Americans like
John Hull and James Denby who own farms in northern Costa Rica has focused largely on their
cooperation with the CIA in aiding the Nicaraguan contras. Critics of the contras have regarded the
economic activities of these farmers as little more than a cover for covert operations directed against
the Sandinista regime in Nicaragua. In fact, the economic activity of the North American investors
may be just as destabilizing and threatening to the prospects for peace in Central America as their
support for the contras. As detailed in recent articles (Dec. 20-21) in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch,
North American "visionaries" are responsible for creating a massive new agro-export complex,
including new processing industries worth $10 million and capable of handling production spread
out over 500,000 acres. The Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI) launched by the Reagan Administration
envisions non-traditional exports as the key to renewed economic growth and political stability,
but this is hardly the impact that export industries have had on Costa Rica recently. It is important
to situate the activities of Hull, Denby and other North American speculators within the context
of the economic and political crisis which has afflicted Costa Rica since 1980. Until 1980, Costa
Rica enjoyed the highest rate of growth in Central America. Since then, drop in coffee prices,
higher oil prices, inflation, and high interest rates on the foreign debt combined to throw the
economy into desperate straits. In 1981, the country was virtually bankrupt; even after selling off
all its gold reserves, Costa Rica could no longer pay even the interest on its foreign debt. San Jose
would need $550 million per year to pay interest on the foreign debt, more than half total annual
export earnings at that time about $1 billion. Even where farmers like Denby and Hull clear new
lands for use, the result can be ecologically devastating. With 100 inches of rainfall per year come
serious problems of soil erosion. Botanists like Peter Raven of the Missouri Botanical Gardens have
repeatedly pointed out that much land in Central America and elsewhere in the hemisphere are
hosts to rain forests that play an important role in the global ecological system. They are not merely
"jungle-choked," as described in the Post-Dispatch series. Costa Rica's democratic history has
depended in part on a relatively egalitarian distribution of land, particularly in comparison with
other Central American nations. As a result of changes introduced by export-oriented economic
growth, the country's social and economic structure no longer seems so exceptional. Ranching has
driven smaller producers onto poor quality holdings on the slopes of hills and mountains. Only
300 landowners control more than 25% of all agricultural acreage, while more than 50,000 small
farmers own only 20%. Landless peasants now constitute 60 to 70% of the rural workforce. If the new
North American fruit processing plants ever do employ 5,000 workers, the landless will undoubtedly
be grateful for the jobs. But the new employment would absorb only a fraction of rural workers
left destitute by the new export-oriented agricultural system. Little of the prosperity has trickled
down to the poor. While the cattle industry, where Hull and Denby got their start, grew by 185%
in Central America between 1959 a nd 1979, meat consumption in Costa Rica actually declined.
In Costa Rica a peasantry that has for generations worked the land is being displaced by North
Americans with degrees in business finance. One of the latter acknowledged to the Post-Dispatch
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that "...everything I have learned about agriculture I learned right here." Peasants know a great
deal about growing the kinds of crops needed to feed Costa Ricans. They know little about how to
manipulate international currency markets, make use of incentives offered by the CBI, and take
advantage of US foreign aid programs and Costa Rican government policies designed to increase
exports of goods destined to appear on the shelves of supermarkets in North American upper
middle class neighborhoods. Costa Rica is in debt because the export boom of the post-WWII era
only made it more vulnerable and dependent on the United States. Now that same debt is being
used to pursue exactly the same recipe for economic disaster. According to the Post-Dispatch
series, North American speculators buy a portion of that debt from US banks for 40 cents on the
dollar. They subsequently take advantage of the Costa Rican government's offer to buy back its own
debt for 80 cents on each dollar, provided that the money be reinvested in the domestic economy.
This nets speculators a quick 100% profit. From the Post-Dispatch series, one gets the impression
that Costa Rica is benefitting from the exchange because the profit is reinvested in agribusiness.
In reality, the debt is facilitating a wholesale transfer of Costa Rica's economic sovereignty not
unlike the kind of legal robbery carried out by Castle and Cook, United Brands and other fruit
companies at the turn off the century. Once again, local subsistence farmers will benefit little from
industries meant to stock US supermarkets. This brings us full circle back to the sympathy and
material aid provided by Hull, Denby and others for the contras. There is no reason to regard their
economic activities merely as a cover for the CIA's operations in Central America. Their reasons
for opposing the Sandinistas follow directly from their social and economic role in Costa Rica
itself. The economic model presented by Nicaragua is diametrically opposed to the one promoted
by the CBI. Nicaragua's agricultural policies have stressed a balance between export oriented
agribusiness and support for individual and cooperative farming. While Costa Rican peasants are
driven from the land by North American and native capitalists, Nicaragua had redistributed by
the end of 1986 more than 4.6 million acres, 39% of the arable land, benefitting more than 500,000
peasants. Credit policies favor coopertatives and small farmers in order to encourage subsistence
crops. While much of the agricultural sector remains in private hands, large new investments have
been undertaken by the state so that profits can be used by Nicaraguans for Nicaraguans to further
develop the economy. This land to the tiller policy enables Nicaragua to contemplate reducing its
regular armed forces and placing more reliance on the militia, which Defense Minister Humberto
Ortega recently proposed expanding to 600,000. Meanwhile, the Costa Rican government's military
policy moves in the opposite direction. While claiming to have no military establishment, Costa
Rica has expanded its Civil Guard on the pretense of defending itself from Nicaragua. In 1982,
pressured by business groups, the government created an official national paramilitary organization
called the Organization of National Emergencies, open to citizens "ready to submit themselves to
the discipline and the political and civilian training" required to support the Guard. Other private
organizations, like the Guanacaste Freedom Movement and the Blue Berets, are small today, but
they are prototypes of the organizations that have carried out death squad activities elsewhere in the
region. The right wing support groups help quell popular resistance to certain economic measures,
adopted under pressure from the International Monetary Fund, such as imposition of wage controls,
higher taxes, reduced food and public service subsidies, and higher health care and utility rates. The
Guard is used to evict squatters from lands needed for export agriculture and to break strikes, such
as the 1984 action against Del Monte's sprawling 7,500 acre banana plantation. President Oscar Arias
represents political forces in Costa Rica that recognize the explosive combination of deteriorating
circumstances at home and the Nicaraguan example, which is little understood in Costa Rica
because the media are dominated by Arias's political adversaries on the far right. To punish Arias,
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the US delayed in nominating a new ambassador, held up disbursement of new aid money, and
sought to block new bank loans. The aid money makes Costa Rica especially vulnerable to pressure.
Economic aid increased from $16 million in 1980 to well over $200 million in 1985. Without it, the
economy would collapse; with it, Costa Rica pursues an economic strategy that compromises its
development capacity, while placing national economic destiny in foreign hands. In the 1850s an
earlier generation of North Americans immersed themselves in Central America's internal political
disputes. William Walker and his band of "visionaries" and "adventurers" went to Central America
in search of profit and political power. Their lust for profit coincided with their political goal to
carve out of Central America new export-oriented, slave states for the Union. Denby, Hull, and
other North Americans who support the contras in Costa Rica are the modern version of these
filibusters, and they offer Central Americans little more than a new form of slavery and colonialism.
[From Central America Resource Network, Palo Alto, Calif., 03/24/88. Daniel Hellinger is Associate
Professor of Political Science at Webster University, St. Louis.]
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